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SYSTEMS AND METHODS FOR
CONTROLLING ELECTRONIC DOCUMENT
USE

FIELD

This disclosure relates generally to computer software and
more particularly relates to controlling the use of and access
to electronic documents.

BACKGROUND

There are various techniques available to control the use of
text, graphics, computer aided designs and other electronic
documents. In many circumstances, it is desirable to ensure
that a given document can only be used by one or more
specific persons. Additional limitations on use are also often
desirable. For example, a particular person’s use of a docu-
ment may be limited with respect to time of use such that that
person can only use the document until a specified date. As
another example, a person’s use of a document may be lim-
ited with respect to type of use such that the person can view
the document but cannot edit, copy, or print the document.

Documents are commonly encrypted to ensure that unau-
thorized persons cannot access the contents of the document.
Distribution of the encryption keys that allow use of such
encrypted documents can be controlled in various ways. Such
encryption keys can, for example, be maintained at a separate
network location and accessed by remote client devices when
an authorized person attempts to use a document. The client
device can send the person’s credentials to a remote server,
receive an encryption key from the remote server, and use that
key to access the document. The person using the client
device may be unaware of this process and may not have
access to the provided encryption key. For example, the per-
son may simply enter a username and password and the client
device application may use that information to access the
server, obtain the key, and open the document for the person
to use. The remote server may have also provided particular
policy information that defines how that person may use the
document. The client device may receive this policy informa-
tion and enforce the policy details, for example, by preventing
the person from editing the document.

Existing servers that maintain document encryption key
and policy detail information for documents require the stor-
age and use of information about each individual document.
For example, a database is used to store one or more records
for each document that identifies whether a particular person
has access to the document and defines the particular uses for
which the person has permissions. One deficiency of such
systems is that they can require a large amount of storage and
communication. The storage and communication require-
ments can require significant resources particularly in cir-
cumstances in which the number of documents and persons is
very large. As a particular example, if a service provider sends
out monthly statements to hundreds of millions of customers
where each such document requires a record in a database, the
volume of storage and communication can be particularly
burdensome.

SUMMARY

One exemplary embodiment involves receiving a request
for a document key for accessing a document on a client
device. The request comprises a user identity identifying a
requester requesting access to the document. The request also
comprises information about the document. The exemplary
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embodiment further involves determining, at a server,
whether access to the document by the requester is permitted.
And, the exemplary embodiment further involves, if access to
the document is permitted computing, at the server, the docu-
ment key using the user identity and using the information
about the document. The document key is document specific
and, prior to the computing of the document key, the docu-
ment key is not stored for access by the server. The exemplary
embodiment further involves responding to the request by
providing the document key for use in accessing the docu-
ment on the client device.

These illustrative features are mentioned not to limit or
define the disclosure, but to provide examples to aid under-
standing thereof. Additional embodiments are discussed in
the Detailed Description, and further description is provided
there. Advantages offered by one or more of the various
embodiments may be further understood by examining this
specification or by practicing one or more embodiments pre-
sented.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES

These and other features, aspects, and advantages of the
present disclosure are better understood when the following
Detailed Description is read with reference to the accompa-
nying drawings, where:

FIG. 1 is a block diagram depicting exemplary computing
devices in an exemplary computing environment for imple-
menting certain embodiments; and

FIG. 2 is a flow chart illustrating an exemplary method of
a flow of communications between electronic devices in the
circumstance of a client device securing a document;

FIG. 3 is a flow chart illustrating an exemplary method of
controlling access to a document; and

FIG. 4 is a flow chart illustrating an exemplary method of
determining whether access to a document by the requester is
permitted.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Improved systems and methods for controlling document
use are disclosed. Document encryption keys can be used to
control access to documents. In one embodiment, when a
document is accessed on a client device, the client device
requests the corresponding document key from a server to
gain access to the document. The server responds to the
request by confirming that access to the document is allowed
by the requester and computing and returning an appropriate
document key. The server may use the same technique for
computing the document key that was used previously to
compute the same document key when the document was
created. Such a technique may use both stored and received
information input to compute a document key. In one embodi-
ment, a server uses a user key to compute document keys such
that keys for different documents for a single user can be
computed using the same user key. Such a user key may be
stored for such use at a storage location accessible by the
server.

A server may store only limited information for use in
access determinations and document key computations. For
example, rather than storing document-specific access con-
trol information and other document-specific information, a
server may store more limited information that is applicable
to all documents for a particular user. In one exemplary
embodiment, a server stores a user key for a particular user
that can be used for multiple documents for that user. As a
specific example, a single user key may be used to compute
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document keys for electronic statement documents that are
sent to a particular user each month. Document keys that are
computed for different documents for a single user using such
single user key may or may not differ from one another. If
such document keys differ from one another, such differences
can be based on information about the individual document
that is retrieved from the individual documents themselves
such that such additional document-specific information
need not be stored or separately accessed by the server. In one
embodiment, document keys can be computed to differ from
one another in meaningful ways even though limited or no
document-specific information is stored by the document key
providing server.

These illustrative examples are given to introduce the
reader to the general subject matter discussed here and are not
intended to limit the scope of the disclosed concepts. The
following sections describe various additional embodiments
and examples with reference to the drawings in which like
numerals indicate like elements.

Referring now to the drawings, FIG. 1 is a block diagram
depicting exemplary computing devices in an exemplary
computing environment for implementing certain embodi-
ments. Applications, documents, and other electronic content
executes or is otherwise used on the exemplary computer
devices 10, 20, 30 and are shown as functional components or
modules. As is known to one of skill in the art, such applica-
tions and content may be resident in any suitable computer-
readable medium and execute on any suitable processor. For
example, as shown the network device 10 comprises a com-
puter-readable medium such as a random access memory
(RAM) 12 coupled to a processor 11 that executes computer-
executable program instructions and/or accesses information
stored in memory 12. Such a processor 11 may comprise a
microprocessor, an ASIC, a state machine, or other processor,
and can be any of a number of computer processors. Such a
processor can comprise, or may be in communication with a
computer-readable medium which stores instructions that,
when executed by the processor, cause the processor to per-
form the steps described herein.

A computer-readable medium may comprise, but is not
limited to, an electronic, optical, magnetic, or other storage
device capable of providing a processor with computer-read-
able instructions. Other examples comprise, but are not lim-
ited to, a floppy disk, CD-ROM, DVD, magnetic disk,
memory chip, ROM, RAM, an ASIC, a configured processor,
optical storage, magnetic tape or other magnetic storage, or
any other medium from which a computer processor can read
instructions. The instructions may comprise processor-spe-
cific instructions generated by a compiler and/or an inter-
preter from code written in any suitable computer-program-
ming language, including, for example, C, C++, C#, Visual
Basic, Java, Python, Perl, JavaScript, and ActionScript.

The device 10 may also comprise a number of external or
internal devices such as a mouse, a CD-ROM, DVD, a key-
board, adisplay, audio speakers, one or more microphones, or
any other input or output devices. For example, device 10 is
shown with a display 18 and various user interface devices 19.
A bus, such as bus 16, is included in the device 10. Device 10
could be a personal computing device, a mobile device, or any
other types of electronic devices appropriate for providing
one or more of the features described herein.

As used herein the terms “document” and “electronic
document” refer to any electronic content that can be dis-
played, executed, or otherwise used on an electronic device to
provide content. A document or electronic document may
comprise one or more electronic files that may be stored on
and/or transferred between electronic devices. Exemplary
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4

content of a document or electronic document may comprise
text, graphics, audio, video, and any other content. A docu-
ment may be presented or otherwise used on an electronic
device in a variety of ways.

As used herein, the term “player application” refers to any
application used to play or otherwise use a document on an
electronic device. A document may be played or used through
various types of player applications including, but not limited
to, word processing applications, audio playing applications,
video playing applications, rich Internet application players,
and Internet browser applications.

As used herein, the term “document key” refers to any
value, identifier, or other information useable to control
access to a document. A document key may or may not be
used to encrypt a document such that the document key is
required to decrypt the document to gain access to some or all
of the content of the document.

As used herein, the term “user” refers to a person access-
ing, using, or attempting to access and use a document, unless
otherwise expressly indicated. A person accessing, using, or
attempting to access and use a document may or may not be
the same person that originally secured or published the
secured document.

As used herein, the term “requester” refers to a user
requesting access to a document.

As used herein, the term “user key” refers to any value,
identifier, or other information uniquely associated with a
particular user identity, i.e., with a particular user identifier. A
user identity may be associated with a particular person or a
particular person’s electronic account.

As used herein, the term “client device” refers to any elec-
tronic device that attempts to obtain a document or access to
a document from a server device that provides the document
and/or access to the document.

As used herein, the term “computing” refers to determining
avalue based on one or more inputs. For example, computing
a document key using a user key may involve using the user
key as an input to determine the document key using an
algorithm, function, or other process.

As used herein, the terms “policy” and “access policy”
refer to a record or other information about the rights ofusers
with respect to accessing and using a document. An access
policy can be used to determine if permission to a document
can be granted and may be periodically or otherwise updated.

As used herein, the term “license” refers to an association
of a policy with a particular document or documents and a
user or users who may access and use that document. Thus, a
policy can be applied to a particular document or documents
to create a license.

As used herein, the term “document specific” refers to
something being different for different documents. For
example, a document specific document key is different than
document keys computed for other documents. Document
keys may be computed as document specific, for example, by
computing document keys based at least in part on document
specific information, such as information about a particular
document received in a request to access that particular docu-
ment.

FIG. 1 illustrates an exemplary client device 10 that com-
prises, in memory 12, a player application 13 and a document
14. A person using the client device 10 may desire to access
the document 14 using the player application 13. For
example, the person may execute the player application 13
and attempt to open the document 14 within the player appli-
cation 13. However, access to the document 14 may be
restricted such that the player application 13 cannot open the
document without obtaining permission and/or an appropri-
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ate document key. In the exemplary computing environment
of FIG. 1, such permission and/or document key may be
sought by the player application 13 from server device 20, for
example, by the client device 10 sending a request for per-
mission and/or a document key to the server 20 through
network 5.

The server 20 is illustratively shown as comprising an
access module 23 and a document key module 24, which may
reside in memory (not shown) and be executed using a pro-
cessor (not shown) at the server 20. The access module 23
may respond to requests for access to documents by making
one or more determinations using information in such
requests. As an example, a request may request permission to
allow access to a particular document by a particular user
identity. The access module may make one or more determi-
nations and access locally and/or remotely stored records to
determine whether to allow such access or not. Similarly,
document key module 24 may respond to requests for access
to documents by computing a document key using informa-
tion in such requests and/or by accessing locally and/or
remotely stored records.

In the exemplary computing environment of FIG. 1, server
20 via one or both of its access module 23 and document key
module 24 is able to use database 30 to provide an appropriate
response to a request for access to a document from the client
device 10. Database 30 is shown as illustratively comprising
user data 33 that illustratively includes a user key 34. Such a
user key 34 may be used, for example, to compute a document
key that is used to access document 14 on client device 10.
Database 30 is further shown as illustratively comprising
access control data 35 that illustratively includes multi-docu-
ment access controls 36. An example of one these multi-
document access controls 36 is a single record providing one
ormore access rules applicable to multiple documents for one
or more user identities. Such a single record may do so with-
out individually identifying documents. The access control
data 35 further illustratively includes document-specific
access controls 37. An example of one of these document-
specific access control 37 is a single record providing a
restriction identifying that a particular document may not be
accessed. The access control data 35 further illustratively
includes category-specific access controls 38. An example of
one of these category-specific access control 38 is a single
record providing a restriction identifying that all documents
associated with the time-frame category, July, 2010, may no
longer be accessed.

These examples of access control data 35 are provided
merely to illustrate examples of such data. Other types of
access control data can be used to achieve these and other
access control objectives. Generally, access control data may
be defined in an efficient manner such that access module 23
and document key module 24 can utilize such information,
possibly in combination with information otherwise known
about documents, to control access to the documents in accor-
dance with various access control objectives. Using docu-
ment information that is otherwise known about a document
can reduce the amount of information that needs to be stored
to provide the desired access control functionality. Accord-
ingly, the amount and/or type of information that is stored at
database 30 or otherwise stored at a location accessible to
server 20 can be less than it otherwise would without the use
of information otherwise known about the document, e.g.,
without using information in the request for access to a docu-
ment that identifies information about the document and/or
context in which the document access is being attempted.

FIG. 2 is a flow chart illustrating an exemplary method of
a flow of communications between electronic devices in the
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circumstance of a client device 10 securing a document. In
this exemplary embodiment, client device 10 accesses server
20 to attempt to secure a document, such as document 14. The
client device 10 initiates such a request by sending a request
201 to secure the document to the server 20. Request 201 may
or may not include a copy of the document itself and may or
may not include additional information. In one exemplary
embodiment the request 201 identifies a person or persons
that will be allowed to access the document after security has
been applied to the document.

In response to receiving request 201, server 10 computes a
document key for securing the document and sends a message
204 returning that document key to the client device 10 that
then encrypts or otherwise secures the document using the
document key. In an alternative embodiment, the request 201
includes the document and the server 20 encrypts or other-
wise secures the document using a document key and returns
the secured document in message 204 to the client device 10.

To compute the document key that is used to secure the
document, server 20 may use information in request 201 such
as information identifying a particular person or persons that
will be allowed to access the document after security has been
applied to the document. The server 20, for example, may
identify or determine a user key using such information for
each user that will be allowed to access the document. A user
key may be a unique value or other information that is used in
computing document keys for all documents associated with
that user. Accordingly, the server 20 may create such a user
key for a user if no such user key has previously been created
for the user. The server 20 may access database 20 through
messages 202 and 203 to determine whether a user key
already exists for a particular user identity, obtain such a user
key if it already exists, and/or store such a user key if it does
not already exist. Accordingly, the server 20 may store user
specific keys in a database 30 or other memory accessible to
the server 20.

In one embodiment, the server 20 does not store the created
document key since the document key can be recreated based
on the stored information, and possibly additional informa-
tion, to control future access to the document. Not having to
store individual document keys for all documents may pro-
vide efficiency and various other advantages. Embodiments
that avoid or limit storage of document-specific keys and
access control information are particularly useful in contexts
involving millions and even billions of documents that are
created for access by a more limited number of users to
individually access can particularly benefit from not having to
store document access and/or document key information for
each such document.

Calculation of a document key from a user key may or may
not also involve the use of information about the document.
For example, prior to sending a request 201 for a document
key to use to encrypt or otherwise secure a document, a client
device 20 may receive input for inclusion in the request 201
from a person using the client device 20 and from that input
identify a particular access policy, user identity, and other
information.

In one exemplary embodiment, a document is encrypted or
otherwise secured such that information about the document,
such as document identifying information, user identifying
information, and/or license information, is accessible by the
client device 10 without accessing other protected portions of
the document, such as, a main portion of document content. In
one exemplary embodiment, such unprotected information is
stored as document metadata. In the context of later requests
for access to the document, such information from the docu-
ment may be used by a server 20 to compute the same docu-
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ment key to allow the document to be decrypted or otherwise
accessed. Similarly, as another example, a statement distri-
bution system may create monthly electronic statement docu-
ments and provide information about the document recipient
that will receive the statement documents, such as a user
identifier or key and/or information about various categories
with which the statements are associated (e.g., month, state,
account type, etc.) for use by a server 20 in computing an
appropriate document key for the document.

One embodiment involves a server 20 using a user key to
derive or otherwise create a document key that will differ
from document to document. This is particularly useful in the
context in which documents are sent uniquely to an individual
consumer, for example, where individual electronic bank
statements are sent each month to a particular person. In such
an exemplary context, the volume of documents can be
extremely high and it may be desirable to avoid the require-
ment of having to store, for every document, access informa-
tion or other information used to provide documents keys.
Thus, in one embodiment, for all documents associated with
a particular user, the server 20 may only need to store access
information and/or a single user key that can be used to create
and recreate the document keys for the different documents.

Document keys may be provided in accordance with docu-
ment access rules that are applicable to multiple documents.
For example, when a request for access to a document is
received, a server 20 may identify a policy that defines a
user’s document access rights applicable for multiple docu-
ments, e.g., generally allowing the user to access all of that
user’s monthly statements, without identifying individual
documents. The server 20 can thus respond to such a request
by confirming that access to the document is allowed without
having to store or access a database that provides document-
specific access rights for all individual documents. The server
20 can thus generally avoid having to store document-specific
access policy information for many or all of the individual
documents for which access control is provided.

While a system may utilize limited or no storage of docu-
ment-specific access information and/or other information,
document-specific revocations and other features may be
implemented using document-specific information available
from elsewhere. Such document-specific information may be
available at the time the document is first secured based on
user input, from the content of the document itself, and/or
from the document creation environment, as examples. Such
document information for a document that has already been
secured may be obtained from user input, from the document
itself, or from the context in which access to the document is
being requested, as examples. For example, document iden-
tifying information may be available from metadata stored in
a document and used to control access to the document by the
server 20. In one embodiment, revocation of access rights is
applied by storing some document-specific information at the
server 20, such as the individual document numbers for docu-
ments for which document access has been revoked.

As another specific example in the context of electronic
bank statements distributed each month for millions of users,
a server 20 may selectively block access to a particular
month’s statement for a particular user using a particular
revocation record. The server 20 may store and access a
record that indicates a particular individual’s monthly state-
ment in the month of July was erroneous. When a request for
the document key associated with that month is received for
that user, the server 20 may identify the user and the document
date information from the request itself and then may access
the user’s general access control record and identify that the
user would generally have access to the document. However,
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the server 20 could also use the document date information
from the request to determine that the document is the
monthly statement for the month of July and then access the
specific revocation record to determine that access to the
particular document is not allowed. Thus, access to the docu-
ment would not be allowed in accordance with the revocation.

As another specific example in the context of electronic
bank statements distributed each month for millions of users,
a server 20 may selectively block access to a particular
month’s statement for all users by including a particular revo-
cation record that is applicable to all users such that no user
can access that particular month’s statement. The server 20
may store and access a record that indicates all individuals’
monthly statements for the month of July were erroneous.
When a request for the document key associated with that
month is received, the server 20 could also use document date
information from the request to determine that the document
is a monthly statement for the month of July and then access
the revocation record to determine that access to the particular
month’s document is not allowed regardless of users. In this
example, a single revocation policy is applied to an entire
subset of documents for all users without requiring that docu-
ment-specific revocations or other records be used by the
server 20 controlling such access. Another exemplary revo-
cation use example addressed the circumstance in which a
particular user key is compromised. In such a circumstance, a
single revocation record can be used to revoke all of docu-
ments associated with the particular user key and/or the asso-
ciated user.

In one embodiment, an open document request is received
by a server 20. The server 20 authenticates the requester,
extracts user identity information from a license provided in
the request, verifies that the authenticated user is the same as
the user associated with the license, retrieves or determines a
user key, computes a document key using the user key, and
sends a response that includes the document key for use in
opening the document on the client device 10. A user key may
comprise a unique value associated with the user identity. A
user key may simply be a user identifier. Alternatively, a user
key may be a value or other information accessed from a
database accessible from the server 20. Policy details may
also be provided to enforce any applicable use limitations of
the document.

FIG. 3 is a flow chart illustrating an exemplary method 300
of controlling access to a document. Such an exemplary
method is described in the context of the exemplary comput-
ing environment of FIG. 1. However, method 300 may be
implemented in a variety of other computing environments,
including environments that involve the use of mobile
devices, environments that do not use databases, and environ-
ments that differ from the exemplary environment of FIG. 1 in
various other ways. In short, the techniques and features
described have a variety of uses and benefits and may be
tailored, adjusted, or otherwise modified to fit the particular
computing environment in which such techniques and fea-
tures are implemented.

Exemplary method 300 comprises receiving a request for a
document key for accessing a document on a client device 10,
as shown in block 310. In one embodiment, such a request for
adocument key is received by a server 20 from a client device
10. The request may include various information. The request
may include a user identity identifying a requester requesting
access to the document. The request may include information
about the document including, but not limited to, information
identifying the particular document, the date the document
was created, the date the document was secured, an expiration
date or time period for the document, a category with which
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the document is associated, a license or policy with which the
document is associated, among other information. In an alter-
native exemplary embodiment, an expiration date or time
period is not retrieved from the request and, instead, is com-
puted or otherwise determined at the server 20 based on the
other document information.

A client device 10 attempting to open a document may
receive authentication information as input from a person
using the client device 10 and a command to open the docu-
ment. The client device 10 may use this information and
information from the document itself, such as the document
identifier and license information obtained from an unsecured
portion of the document, to send a request for a document key
to a document-key-providing server 20.

Exemplary method 300 further comprises determining
whether access to the document by the requester is permitted,
as shown in block 320. Such a determination may be per-
formed by server 20 in response to receiving the request for
the document key. FIG. 4 is a flow chart illustrating an exem-
plary method 400 of determining whether access to the docu-
ment by the requester is permitted. The exemplary method
400 involves identifying a user identity associated with a
requester, as shown in block 410. For example, server 20 may
receive a request that includes a user name and password and
use that information to identify the user identity associated
with a requester. The exemplary method 400 involves access-
ing an access policy associated with the user identity, as
shown in block 420, and determining whether access to the
document by the requester is permitted using the access
policy, as shown in block 430. For example, method 400 may
involve server 20 identifying and using an access policy asso-
ciated with the user identity that is retrieved from database 30.
Such an access policy may be a single record that specifies
access privileges applicable to one or more documents with-
out specifying access privileges specific to individually-iden-
tified documents. For example, such an access policy may
specify that the requester associated with the user identity is
allowed to access all of that requester’s monthly statement
documents.

Determining whether access to the document by the
requester is permitted using the access policy, as depicted in
block 420, may involve accessing access control data that
does not store individual records for every document for
which access is controlled. In one embodiment, multi-docu-
ment access controls 36 (FIG. 1) are used to control access
such that limited or no document-specific access controls 37
(FIG. 1) are required. As a specific example, a multi-docu-
ment access control may specify that a requester has access to
100 monthly statements that have been provided for the user.
User identity information, rather than document identifying
information, is used to determine that the multi-document
access control is applicable and to determine that the
requester is allowed to access any of the 100 monthly state-
ments. If document-specific access revocations are required,
the specific revocation records can be used that identify the
particular document or documents that are revoked. Thus, if
access to one of the 100 monthly statements is revoked,
access to the monthly statements can be controlled by less
than 100 access control records. As a specific example, a first
record may identify that the recipient (i.e., based on the user
identity) generally has access to the monthly statement. A
second record can identify the revocation of access to the
particular document. Thus, access to the 100 documents in
this example is controlled though the use of only 2 access
control records.

Returning to FIG. 3, after determining whether access to
the document by the requester is permitted, the method 300
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performs additional steps if access to the document is permit-
ted. If access to the document is permitted, the method 300
computes the document key using the user identity and using
information about the document, as shown in block 330. For
example, if the user identity is itselfa user key, such a key may
be used in computing the document key. As another example,
the user identity may be used to retrieve a user key from a
storage location that is on or otherwise accessible. The user
identify used to computer a document key need not be a user
key and may alternatively comprise other types of informa-
tion specific to or otherwise identifying a particular user.

The same or similar techniques used to compute the docu-
ment key when applying a security policy can be used to
compute the same document key when access of the docu-
ment is later requested. The document key may be computed
such that the document key is different than document keys
determined for other documents using the same user key.
Such variation can be achieved using the information about
the document. For example, if such information about the
document is the date the document was secured, that date can
be used consistently to compute a document key for the
document using the use key such that the document key for
that document will always be the same. However, document
keys computed for documents secured on different dates
using the same user key can be computed consistently to have
different document keys even though the same user key is
used in the computations.

In one embodiment, a document key is created by applying
a function, such as a hash function, to a user key and possible
additional information. For example, a document key may be
created by hashing a user key and a document identifier where
the document identifier was provided by the client device 10
or otherwise. Document identifiers can be created using one
or more functions to facilitate the rolling over or other peri-
odic changing of document keys. For example, computing a
document key may comprise using a function that takes as
input a first value comprising the user key hashed a number of
times; a document identifier; and a second value identifying
the number of times. For the user identity, the number of times
the user key is hashed depends upon when the document was
first encrypted, such that the number of times for later
encrypted documents is less than the number of times for
earlier documents.

In one particular example, a DOCKEY=sh(xh(user key),
document identifier, X). “X” is preferably a number of times
that the hash function “xh” is applied). The “X” value can
initially be very large but may be decreased over time to
facilitate a periodic changing of document keys. In this
example, a later key can always be used to calculate an earlier
key but an earlier key cannot be used to create a later one. One
possible benefit of using such a function is that a security leak
that exposes an early document key does not reveal later keys.
The security breach can thus be limited and addressed with
little or no change to the storage and/or use of information at
the server.

If access to the document is permitted, the method 300
responds to the request by providing the document key for use
in accessing the document on the client device, as shown in
block 340. The document key may be provided to the client
device 10 from the server 20 such that the client device 10 will
use the document key to access the document and then will
discard the document key such that to access the document
again in the future, the client device 10 will need to again
request access to the document from the server 10. In one
exemplary embodiment, when a server 20 is accessed by a
client device 10 attempting to open a document, if the
requester is authorized, the server 20 calculates a document
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key for opening the document and returns that document key
to the client device 10. The server 20 may or may not also
return policy details specitying what uses of the document are
permitted for the requesting person. The client device 20 then
decrypts or otherwise opens the document using the docu-
ment key.

Access to one or more documents for one or more recipi-
ents may be revoked using various combinations and types of
access control records. One exemplary embodiment com-
prises revoking document access by storing a document-spe-
cific revocation record accessible by the server 20. The docu-
ment-specific revocation record can be identified by the
server 20 using the information about the document in the
request. For example, the request may include a document
identifier that corresponds to a document record in the docu-
ment-specific revocation record. Revoking document access
for multiple documents may be achieved by storing a docu-
ment-specific revocation record accessible by the server 20,
such that the document-specific revocation record can be
identified by the server 20 using the information about the
document in the request. For example, information identify-
ing that a user identity corresponds to a person that resides in
California may be retrieved from a document and included in
a request to access the document such that a record that
identifies that multiple documents provided to any recipient
resident in California, i.e., identifying that the document is
associated with a California residency category, are revoked.
Information about a document that is not stored in access
control records can thus be used to facilitate revocation and
other access control features. Such information about a docu-
ment may include a category identifier, wherein a single
record is stored to specify a category access rule, wherein
access to each of a plurality of documents associated with the
category identifier is controlled by the category access rule.
As specific examples, the plurality of documents associated
with the category identifier may all be associated with a
particular time period or location.

As another example, information about a document that is
not stored in access control records can be used to enforce
document expiration constraints. Thus, a server 20 determin-
ing whether access to the document by the requester is per-
mitted may involve determining whether access to the docu-
ment has expired using an attribute identifying a date created
that is identified, for example, in the information about the
document provided as metadata in the document.

General

Numerous specific details are set forth herein to provide a
thorough understanding of the claimed subject matter. How-
ever, those skilled in the art will understand that the claimed
subject matter may be practiced without these specific details.
In other instances, methods, apparatuses or systems that
would be known by one of ordinary skill have not been
described in detail so as not to obscure claimed subject matter.

Some portions are presented in terms of algorithms or
symbolic representations of operations on data bits or binary
digital signals stored within a computing system memory,
such as a computer memory. These algorithmic descriptions
or representations are examples of techniques used by those
of ordinary skill in the data processing arts to convey the
substance of their work to others skilled in the art. An algo-
rithm is a self-consistent sequence of operations or similar
processing leading to a desired result. In this context, opera-
tions or processing involves physical manipulation of physi-
cal quantities. Typically, although not necessarily, such quan-
tities may take the form of electrical or magnetic signals
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capable of being stored, transferred, combined, compared or
otherwise manipulated. It has proven convenient at times,
principally for reasons of common usage, to refer to such
signals as bits, data, values, elements, symbols, characters,
terms, numbers, numerals or the like. It should be understood,
however, that all of these and similar terms are to be associ-
ated with appropriate physical quantities and are merely con-
venient labels. Unless specifically stated otherwise, it is
appreciated that throughout this specification discussions uti-
lizing terms such as “processing,” “computing,” “calculat-
ing,” “determining,” and “identifying” or the like refer to
actions or processes of a computing device, such as one or
more computers or a similar electronic computing device or
devices, that manipulate or transform data represented as
physical electronic or magnetic quantities within memories,
registers, or other information storage devices, transmission
devices, or display devices of the computing platform.

The system or systems discussed herein are not limited to
any particular hardware architecture or configuration. A com-
puting device can include any suitable arrangement of com-
ponents that provide a result conditioned on one or more
inputs. Suitable computing devices include multipurpose
microprocessor-based computer systems accessing stored
software that programs or configures the computing system
from a general purpose computing apparatus to a specialized
computing apparatus implementing one or more embodi-
ments of the present subject matter. Any suitable program-
ming, scripting, or other type of language or combinations of
languages may be used to implement the teachings contained
herein in software to be used in programming or configuring
a computing device.

Embodiments of the methods disclosed herein may be
performed in the operation of such computing devices. The
order of the blocks presented in the examples above can be
varied—for example, blocks can be re-ordered, combined,
and/or broken into sub-blocks. Certain blocks or processes
can be performed in parallel.

The use of “adapted to” or “configured to” herein is meant
as open and inclusive language that does not foreclose devices
adapted to or configured to perform additional tasks or steps.
Additionally, the use of “based on” is meant to be open and
inclusive, in that a process, step, calculation, or other action
“based on” one or more recited conditions or values may, in
practice, be based on additional conditions or values beyond
those recited. Headings, lists, and numbering included herein
are for ease of explanation only and are not meant to be
limiting.

While the present subject matter has been described in
detail with respect to specific embodiments thereof, it will be
appreciated that those skilled in the art, upon attaining an
understanding of the foregoing may readily produce alter-
ations to, variations of, and equivalents to such embodiments.
Accordingly, it should be understood that the present disclo-
sure has been presented for purposes of example rather than
limitation, and does not preclude inclusion of such modifica-
tions, variations and/or additions to the present subject matter
as would be readily apparent to one of ordinary skill in the art.

That which is claimed:

1. A computer-implemented method comprising:

sending, by a server, a plurality of documents to one or

more client devices;

receiving, at the server, a request for a document key for

accessing a document of the plurality of documents on a

client device, wherein the request comprises:

a user identity identifying a requester requesting access
to the document; and

information about the document;

2 <
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determining, at the server, whether access to the document

is permitted or revoked;

based on determining that access to the document is per-

mitted and is not revoked:

computing, at the server, the document key using the
user identity and using the information about the
document, wherein the document key is document
specific, wherein, prior to the computing of the docu-
ment key, the document key is not stored for access by
the server, wherein computing the document key
comprises using a function that takes as input: a first
value comprising a user key hashed a number of
times, a document identifier, and a second value iden-
tifying the number of times; and

responding to the request by providing the document key
foruse in accessing the document on the client device.

2. The method of claim 1 wherein determining whether
access to the document by the requester is permitted com-
prises:

identifying, at the server, an access policy associated with

the user identity, the access policy specifying access
privileges applicable to one or more documents without
specifying access privileges specific to individually-
identified documents, wherein stored associations
between user identities and access policies are acces-
sible at the server.

3. The method of claim 1 wherein computing the document
key comprises applying a function to a user key associated
with the user identity.

4. The method of claim 1 wherein computing the document
key comprises applying a hash function.

5. The method of claim 1 wherein the number of times the
user key is hashed depends upon when the document was first
encrypted, wherein the number of times for later encrypted
documents is less than the number of times for earlier
encrypted documents.

6. The method of claim 1 wherein determining whether
access to the document is revoked comprises accessing a
revocation record identified by the server using the informa-
tion about the document, and wherein the revocation record is
specific to the document.

7. The method of claim 1 wherein determining whether
access to the document is revoked comprises accessing a
revocation record identified by the server using the informa-
tion about the document, wherein the revocation record indi-
cates that access to a plurality of documents is revoked.

8. The method of claim 1 wherein the information about the
document comprises a category identifier, wherein a single
record is stored to specify a category access rule, wherein
access to each of a plurality of documents associated with the
category identifier is controlled by the category access rule.

9. The method of claim 8 wherein the plurality of docu-
ments associated with the category identifier are all associ-
ated with a particular time period or location.

10. The method of claim 1 wherein determining whether
access to the document is permitted comprises determining
whether access to the document has expired using an attribute
identifying a date created, wherein the attribute is included in
the information about the document.

11. The method of claim 1 wherein a user key is accessed
from a database accessible from the server, wherein the user
key comprises a unique value associated with the user iden-
tity.

12. The method of claim 1 wherein computing the docu-
ment key comprises using a user key and a document identi-
fier retrieved from the information about the document.
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13. The method of claim 1 further comprising:

accessing, at the server, a first record and a second record
based on the request, the first record permitting access to
aplurality of documents based on information about one
or more requesters, the second record revoking access to
one or more documents of the plurality of documents
based on a condition associated with the one or more
documents;

wherein determining whether the access to the document is

permitted comprises:

determining, at the server, that the first record permits
access to the document based on the user identity
from the request; and

wherein determining whether the access to the document is

revoked comprises:

determining, at the server, that the second record does not

revoke access to the document based on a comparison of
the information about the document from the request to
the condition.

14. The method of claim 1 wherein the document com-
prises a first portion and a second portion, wherein the first
portion comprises the user identity and the information about
the document, and wherein the second portion is protected
with the document key, and wherein prior to receiving the
request for the document key, the server protects the second
portion of the document with the document key and sends the
document to the client device, wherein protection of only the
second portion of the document permits the client device to
access the first portion of the document without the document
key to generate the request for the document key.

15. The method of claim 1 wherein documents sent to
different client devices are protected with different document
keys based on different user keys, and wherein documents
sent to a same client device are protected with different docu-
ment keys based on a same user key and different specified
periods of time associated with the documents.

16. A system comprising:

a memory that stores computer-executable instructions;

and

a processor configured to access the memory and to

execute the computer-executable instructions to:

send a plurality of documents to one or more client
devices;

receive a request for a document key for accessing a
document of the plurality of documents on a client
device, wherein the request comprises:
a user identity identifying a requester requesting

access to the document; and

information about the document;

determine whether access to the document is permitted
or revoked;

compute the document key using the user identity and
using the information about the document, wherein
the document key is document specific, wherein, prior
to the computing of the document key, the document
key is not stored for access, wherein computing the
document key comprises using a function that takes as
input: a first value comprising a user key hashed a
number of times, a document identifier, and a second
value identifying the number of times; and

respond to the request, if access to the document is
permitted and not revoked, by providing the docu-
ment key for use in accessing the document on the
client device.
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17. The system of claim 16 wherein determining whether
access to the document is permitted comprises:

identifying an access policy associated with the user

account, the access policy specifying access privileges
applicable to one or more documents without specitying
access privileges specific to individually-identified
documents, wherein stored associations between user
accounts and access policies are accessible at the sys-
tem.

18. The system of claim 16 wherein the number of times the
user key is hashed depends upon when the document was first
encrypted, wherein the number of times for later encrypted
documents is less than the number of times for earlier
encrypted documents.

19. The system of claim 16 wherein the information about
the document comprises a category identifier, wherein a
single record is stored to specify a category access rule,
wherein access to each of a plurality of documents associated
with the category identifier is controlled by the category
access rule.

20. A non-transitory computer-readable medium compris-
ing computer-readable instructions that, when executed on a
computing device, cause the computing device to perform
operations comprising:

sending, by the computing device, a plurality of documents

to one or more client devices;
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receiving, at the computing device, a request for a docu-
ment key for accessing a document of the plurality of
documents on a client device, wherein the request com-
prises:
a user identity identifying a requester requesting access
to the document; and
information about the document;
determining, at the computing device, whether access to
the document is permitted or revoked; and
based on determining that access to the document is per-
mitted and not revoked:
computing, at the computing device, the document key
using the user identity and using the information
about the document, wherein the document key is
document specific, wherein, prior to the computing of
the document key, the document key is not stored for
access by the computing device, wherein computing
the document key comprises using a function that
takes as input: a first value comprising a user key
hashed a number of times, a document identifier, and
a second value identifying the number of times; and
responding to the request by providing the document key
for use in accessing the document on the client device.
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